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Yet Que Choisir may simply be begging a question on many lips. Who is now sovereign over the regulation of consumer issues in a Europe with open borders? As the 2005 debates in France and the Netherlands over the ratification of the EU constitutional referendums attested, some believe the European Union is a convenient way of ushering in an intrusive neo-liberal economic ideology to the detriment of the sovereign power of nation-states and their citizens.
3 It is possible, and indeed likely, that Que Choisir's message merely reflects the current malaise in France that the government will not protect consumers from predatory lending or any other real or imagined consumer ills; or perhaps
Que Choisir takes advantage of the perceived fear among French shoppers (and voters) that they are indeed being subjected to neo-liberal, Anglo-Saxon economic ideology, the very reason (along with Polish plumbers) why they rejected the draft Constitution. 4 Yet, the question of to what extent the EU and its institutions hide unwelcome economic changes need not concern us here.
My objective is to explore the current lack of clarity about exactly where sovereignty resides in settling consumer disputes in the integrating EU, and how this concern is effecting changes in the social relations of consumption -in effect challenging formerly more resilient ties between citizenship and consumption in some Western European member nations, and provoking the development of EU-sponsored "governmentality" mechanisms concerning consumer issues in the East, neither of which are necessarily unproblematic or altogether positive developments.
A new type of pan-European consumer is both developing and being invoked in conjunction with the enlargement of the EU and the opening of its borders to free trade -a citizen without a country. Through a short survey of the "governmentality" language used recently on some European consumer advocacy websites, I suggest that what consumers may be gaining in active agency through the creation of supranational agencies and
NGOs and the proliferation of Internet activism, they may be losing in the accountability of their local governments. 5 In brief, there is a realignment of forces in regulating consumers' issues with supranational organizations stepping in to regulate consumer protection, whereas the nation-state appears to have voluntarily ceded some of it sovereignty in this realm.
European Consumer Groups: from National Sovereignty to Governmentality
International relations theorist Jonathan Joseph has argued that neo-liberalism is not merely an economic ideology, but one with extensive social and political functions.
"The ideology of neo-liberalism (and I use ideology in a pejorative sense. . .) is that it opposes itself to the role of the state, that it stands against forms of regulation and that it is an economic process distinct from social and political affairs. I propose to use a different framework to analyse neo-liberalism -the governmentality approach of Foucault. Seeing neo-liberalism through the governmentality lens gives quite a different impression. It is proposed here that neo-liberalism should be seen as a form of social regulation, a set of arguments about social and personal conduct, something that rather than acting against state power and sovereignty, reinforces and rearticulates them." 6 I concur with Joseph that "governmentality" produces mechanisms, even down to the micro-level of individual conduct, which can buttress state sovereignty. However, in the case of European consumer advocacy groups, for whom the promise of emancipatory potential is invoked through the appeal to "civil society," they appear to be dislocated from the actual process of political and social change, or even basic regulatory processes. New distinctly "European" consumers are being invoked and codified, but their link back to an actual sovereign with real, substantiated power, either at the national or supranational level, is murky at best.
Who invokes these consumers by offering them advice and protection? In large measure, the new European consumer is appearing on the websites of some forty member groups of the Bureau européen des consommateurs (BEUC, or European Consumer's Organisation) . The BEUC is a Brussels-based federation of 40 independent national consumer organisations from the EU, accession and EEA countries. The majority of its funding, including staff salaries, comes from its 40 member units. As a civil society organization, the BEUC also receives some framework funding from the European Commission. In fact, the BEUC lobbies the EU Commission and Parliament extensively, helping European voluntary consumer organizations voice concerns at World Trade Organization and other global levels. Run out of a small office above a strip mall in Brussels, the BEUC's "job is to try to influence, in the consumer interest, the development of EU policy and to promote and defend the interests of all European consumers." 7 BEUC member groups' goals are mundane and wide in range, from protecting children against American forms of advertising and obesity to cell phone users against roaming charges. In fact, the promise of activism made by supranational consumer NGOs may be part of a consolation narrative compensating for the current weakness of some Western European nation-states to retain sovereignty over realms in which they once held greater power. In the Eastern accession countries, consumer groups point attention to the painfully slow process of developing civil society, let alone functional critical organizations.
A most pessimistic report on this slow progress appears on the Consumers International white paper on Central and Eastern Europe, which laments that "the problems of managing the transition to a market economy have become no easier with the passage of time."
14
The Hungarian consumers group, or the National Association for Consumer Protection, was founded in 1982 but has operated in association form since, unsurprisingly, Oc-13 http://www.clcv.org/index.php?v=detail&a=info&id=46: "L'Etat a de moins en moins les moyens financiers de la politique qu'il veut mettre en oeuvre. Le mot 'gouvernement' qui était utilisé lorsque l'Etat décidait et finançait est remplacé par le mot 'gouvernance.' Ce n'est pas un synonyme, mais une autre conception de la gestion de la société qui se développe [. (2005), pp. 245-269. Although these definitions suggest that any consumption act could be a political act, Stolle et al. do not insinuate that any purchasing act is political and clearly demarcate the citizen-consumer "who chooses products for other-oriented reasons that may concern political, social, and ethical issues which she finds important to apply consistently in all life spheres", from the consumer-citizen whose "self-interest [may merely] spill over into political engagement" (p. 225, emphasis in original). Stolle/Hooghe/Micheletti argue that citizen-consumers do not view consumption as a replacement for traditional forms of civic participation; rather it supplements their voting and volunteer behaviors, providing another realm for political expression. The citizen-consumer: Media effects at the intersection of consumer and civic culture", hypothesize that consumer and civic culture are not in distinct opposition to one another and that instead of reducing civic engagement, media consumption can result in civic behavior despite its tendency to promote consumer values. 29 In historical perspective it is fascinating to see how recurrent debates over "foodstuffs" provide a site upon which to evaluate political agency and politicization. What is discouraging in the present incarnation of the debate is the primacy of industry, science and government, whereas in the recent past foodstuff debates often promoted the political interests of marginalized groups. The French invaded fields and pulled up rows of genetically-modified crops (hence, the name "faucheurs"). 33 The BEUC entered into the fray, but too little and too late. It issued a strong statement in January of 2006, just prior to a long-anticipated WTO ruling on GMOs: "The U.S. effort to force GM foods upon unwilling consumers is offensive and misguided.
Consumers cannot be forced to by and eat food they do not want." This message was reinforced by the U.S. side of the Transatlantic Consumer Dialogue, which also concurred that a "WTO ruling in favor of the U.S. will only increase consumer suspicion of GM crops and of a global trading system that subsumes the public interest to the interests of giant biotechnology firms." 34 However, one month after releasing this strong announcement the BEUC retracted its stance, citing an abstract principle which guides the supranational organization of the European Union, the principle of subsidiarity: "We applaud and support the Commission's statement that 'every country has the sovereign right to make its own decisions on GMOs in accordance with the values prevailing in its society'." 35 Because the BEUC has no true political agency, it could not help the French. Their own government was unaccountable to the wishes of the majority of its citizens. Therefore, the consumers' advocacy groups offer an empowerment discourse, but cannot en-force accountability either at the national or European Union level. Because they no longer have national political ties, they have lost their true critical function.
The enlargement of Europe and globalization are reconfiguring European consumerism. The means by which "European" consumers are being created reflects an erosion of national sovereignty and its crisis. At the same time the European Union and NGOs have become part of a consolation narrative. Leaning as they do on a broad critique of sovereignty as a kind of "alternative" authority, they have no clean and transparent access to power structures on which to ground this more "progressive" form of governance. At least, not yet. We will have to wait until the historical moment when the political consumer, who Ulrich Beck calls the "counter-power of global civil society," is able to function more forcefully.
36
If nationalism informed the creation of the consumer in the late nineteenth century, then today neo-liberalism as an ideology is doing the same job. As mechanisms regulating the individualization of social conduct both function(ed) quite effectively. Nationalism appealed to the nation as sovereign while neo-liberalism appeals to abstract panEuropean values as sovereign.
Yet the consumer is left wondering who is sovereign. The coin of that name changed value several times throughout the course of eighteen and nineteenth centuries, a royal proclamation finally designating its value at 20 schillings in 1817. Then it was clear who was responsible, and to whom complaints could be addressed -the namesake's sovereign (King George III). Que Choisir's promise that if "you consume, we defend you" seems some consolation -at least its adherents still have a nation-state, albeit an unresponsive one, on which to ground their appeals. 
